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Thomas Ray Garcia, a 
Pharr native, is the winner 
of the 2022 Américo Paredes 
Literary Arts Prize for fi c-
tion. He is a writer, educator, 
scholar, and entrepreneur. 

The contest was judged 
by author Tim Z. Hernan-
dez, who selected Garcia’s 
short story volume “The 
River Runs: Stories,” pub-
lished by FlowerSong Press 
in McAllen.

“The River Runs: Stories” 
resists a singular vision 
of the border, centering 
the Rio Grande as a site of 

transformation. Every river 
crossing subverts stereo-
types projected by politi-
cians and media pundits 
while presenting to readers 
a world unlike their own. 
Here, river crossings lead 
to cross country runs and 
astral projections. A preg-
nant teenager learns about 
motherhood from a curan-
dera. A scholarship boy 
grapples with his fronterizo 
identity. The sister of a bor-
der patrol agent lives in fear 
of deportation. A child looks 
into the eye of a drone and 
sees his family anew. These 
stories present revitalized 
insights into border culture, 
highlighting tales of resil-
ience while refusing to shy 
away from the omnipresent 
reality the river imposes.

During the COVID-19 
pandemic, Garcia self-
published a children’s pic-
ture book, “Speechless,” to 

empower young Latinos to 
practice public speaking. 
He is also the co-author 
of an upcoming historical 
memoir tentatively titled “El 
Curso de la Raza: The Edu-
cation of Aurelio Manuel 
Montemayor” from Texas 
A&M University Press.

He is the founder and ex-
ecutive director of the Col-
lege Scholarship Leadership 
Access Program (CSLAP), 
which teaches college ac-

cess lessons and connects 
near-peer mentors to high 
school students in the Rio 
Grande Valley. In 2022, he 
ran for the Texas State Board 
of Education and earned 
endorsements from Run for 
Something, Texas AFL-CIO, 
and Texas AFT. He is cur-
rently an English PhD can-
didate at UCLA.

At Princeton University, 
Garcia received the Ward 
Mathis Short Story Prize for 
his U.S.-Mexico borderlands 
fi ction. He has published 
short stories and poetry in 
The New Engagement, riv-
erSedge, BorderSenses, and 
The Acentos Review. 

Each year, the American 
Folklore Society Commit-
tee on Cultural Diversity, 
Chicana/Chicano Section, 
and Folklore Latino, Lati-
noamericano, y Caribeño 

Arevalo has long 
paid for her courses 
out of pocket, and 
despite being only 
a few courses short 
of receiving her 
bachelor’s degree in 
Computer Information 
Technology (CIT), 
Arevalo said life issues 
had initially put 
college out of reach.  

Then a “miracle” 
happened that made 
Arevalo cry with joy, 

she said. South Texas 
College announced 
that it would be 
offering $800 grants, 
the equivalent of a free 
class, to students for 
the coming semester.

Arevalo immediately 
took to social media to 
express her happiness.

“Thank you STC for 
helping students out. 
When I saw the post 
I cried (sic) because 
I did not know how 

I was going to pay 
for my bachelor’s 
degree (and) class,” 
Arevalo wrote on 
STC’s Facebook page. 
“Honestly, this post 
(made) my day today. 
Thank you for always 
being a great college.”

Graduating high 
school in 2013, Arevalo 
said she completed 
her associate degree 
in Interdisciplinary 
Studies in 2017, but 
when her fi nancial 
aid ran out, she began 
paying for her classes 
out of pocket with the 
hopes of receiving her 
bachelor’s degree.

Taking courses 
slowly, a semester at a 

time, Arevalo said she 
has worked hard to 
complete her degree, 
and is only three 
courses away from 
graduating.

“STC has been a 
really good and an 
affordable college 
to study and to get 
a degree from,” she 
said. “It’s not too 
expensive like other 
colleges and it’s easy 
to pay for classes. I just 
set a routine where I 
would give the down 
payment and then 
paid for my classes two 
months in advance. 
Anything is possible.”

South Texas College 
Trustees approved an 

$800 grant for students 
who are registered 
or are interested in 
registering for fall 
2022.

To be eligible for the 
grant, a student must 
register for at least 
three credit hours at 
STC and apply. If a 
student has already 
completed their Free 
Application for Federal 
Student Aid (FAFSA) 
and received a Federal 
Pell Grant, the money 
will be automatically 
dispersed.

In Arevalo’s case, 
the grant puts her one 
step closer to receiving 
her bachelor’s degree, 
which she plans to 

complete by May 2023.
“I’m so close to 

graduating and I was 
going to take the 
semester off until this 
grant came through,” 
Arevalo said. “It has 
taken some time to 
get here, and it can be 
frustrating to pay out 
of pocket, but what is 
the alternative? I can’t 
give up on my dream, 
I have grown so much 
here and I am ready to 
achieve my goals.”

For those inter-
ested in enrolling for 
fall 2022 and becom-
ing eligible for the 
grant, visit www.south
t e x a s c o l l e g e . e d u /
freeclass/index.html. 

Free class initiative puts student 
one step closer to graduation

SOUTH TEXAS COLLEGE
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Karina Arevalo said an $800 grant, the equivalent of one of her classes at South Texas College, put her one step closer to receiving her bachelor’s degree in CIT, which she plans to 
complete by May 2023.
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A
ttending South Texas College 
in the fall didn’t seem likely 
for Karina Arevalo at fi rst.

Courtesy photo
THOMAS RAY GARCIA

Pharr native wins literary award

FLOWERSONG PRESS

Garcia receives 
Américo Paredes 
Literary Arts 
Prize for fi ction

See LITERARY | 11B
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Get Screened for Risks of Stroke 
and Cardiovascular Disease

Are you at risk?

Call 855-489-2829

5 Screening Package for $149

PROFILE
For Felix Tamayo, a 

childhood experience 
sparked his ambition 
to become a doctor. 
Today, his dedication to a 
hometown opportunity has 
launched his career path in 
health care.

Tamayo graduated 
from Roma High School 
this past May. He 
simultaneously earned 
an associate degree in 
biology from South Texas 
College (STC) through 
the Dual Enrollment 
Medical Science Academy 
(DEMSA). 

DEMSA is a two-year 
dual enrollment program 
developed for high school 
juniors and seniors who are 
interested in entering the 
health care profession. The 
program provides college 
course-work and health-
related opportunities 
in fi elds like medicine, 
pharmacy, dentistry, 
nursing and allied health. 

Tamayo participated in 
the Starr County Campus 
program. Being from 
Roma, he wanted to take 
advantage of the chance 
to earn a degree close to 
home. 

“My academic counselor 
at STC was also from 
Roma, and she helped 
me immensely,” Tamayo 
said. “Everyone was super 
helpful and guided me 
toward what I wanted 
to be. DEMSA was the 
hardest program I’ve ever 
done. I had to give my 
full attention to it, and be 
super disciplined about 
what I was doing. I had to 
discipline myself to wake 
up every day and keep 
going.”

Tamayo will now study 
biology at the University 

of Texas Rio Grande Valley 
this fall. He aspires to 
apply to medical school 
and become a general 
surgeon.

 “I feel like it (DEMSA) 
was a gift,” Tamayo said. 
“Not many people get 
these opportunities. I know 
my parents weren’t able 
to get these opportunities, 
so I’m trying to take full 
advantage.”

Tamayo shared the 
memory that inspired him 
to pick this career path. 

“Earlier in my life, my 
grandma was diagnosed 
with cancer, and she was 
in and out of hospitals in 
different cities and seeing 
different doctors,” Tamayo 
said. “That caused me to 
look at the effect hospitals 
and doctors can have in 
a person’s life. I feel like 
it sounds cliché if I say, 
‘I want to save people’s 
lives,’ but it truly is 
amazing to be able to help 

someone. That is a true 
ambition that I have.”

Along with his high 
school coursework and 
college classes, Tamayo 
was also enrolled in a 
patient care technician 
program. He found himself 
learning how to better 
balance his time. When 
COVID-19 restrictions were 
implemented, Tamayo 
unexpectedly needed to 
learn how to adapt to 
online courses.

“All of a sudden you go 
from never taking a college 
class before to taking four 
classes,” Tamayo said. 
“And these were advanced 
classes in subjects like 
bio, chemistry and college 
algebra. We were taking 
them all at the same 
time, which was pretty 
challenging. Especially 
since we were the ones 
that started during COVID. 
But I feel like, when you 
ask for help, you’ll get 
help.” 

Tamayo said he won’t 
forget his Roma roots or 
the community support 
he has received through 
DEMSA. 

“I feel like in the future, 
I would like to come back 
and see where my people 
are at,” Tamayo said. “And 
if I can help in any way, 
then, yes, I would defi nitely 
help.”

The aspiring doctor 
shared some advice to 
future health care students 
about self-motivation. 

“Be determined and be 
disciplined,” Tamayo said. 
“Learn how to manage 
yourself and manage time. 
Don’t try to fi nd motivation 
all the time, but instead 
try to fi nd discipline. Try to 
fi nd a code of conduct for 
yourself.”

STUDENT OF THE WEEK

FELIX TAMAYO
DOMINIQUE 
DE LOS REYES
AGE: 20
MAJOR: DOUBLE 
MAJOR: Bachelor of 
Science in Biomedical 
Sciences and Bachelor 
of Arts in Theater
COLLEGE: COLLEGE OF 
HEALTH PROFESSIONS 
& COLLEGE OF FINE 
ARTS
HOMETOWN: MISSION
HIGH SCHOOL: UTRGV 
MATHEMATICS AND 
SCIENCE ACADEMY, 
EDINBURG

Why UTRGV? I chose 
UTRGV because of the 
amazing experience I had 
while attending the UTRGV 
Mathematics and Science 
Academy. Through this 
high school program, I 
was able to be a full-time 
college student during my 
junior and senior year of 
high school. This allowed 
me to achieve a signifi cant 
head start in my college 
career as well as earn 
a scholarship to UTRGV 
when I graduated high 
school. The close distance 
of the university to my 
parent’s house and this 
scholarship has given me 
the opportunity to save 
money for my future plans 
to travel. 

What made you 
decide on your current 
major? I had originally 
chosen to only major 
in biomedical sciences 
because of my interest in 
medicine. However, I was 
able to earn many college 
credits during high school 
which allowed me to pursue 
a second major in theatre 
while still being able to 
graduate early. I always 

thought I could only choose 
to study science or fi ne 
arts, never both. Therefore, 
I dismissed my interest in 
theatre for a long time, but 
the opportunities given to 
me at UTRGV have enabled 
me to pursue both my 
passions. 

What do you hope 
to achieve beyond 
completion of your 
major? After graduation, I 
hope to live in Spain for a 
year to teach English. While 
there, I plan to explore 
other parts of Europe and 
immerse myself in various 
cultures. After that, I see 
myself pursuing a career 
in acting while ideally 
combining my knowledge in 
science with my passion for 
the fi ne arts. 

What do you like 
most about UTRGV? 
I love that UTRGV has 
two completely different 
campuses because it 
provides a nice change in 
atmosphere when travelling 
between campuses. What 
I love most is that UTRGV 
provides transportation 
between each campus 
because it truly has helped 
me fi nancially since I often 
have to travel between the 
Edinburg and Brownsville 
campus.

What does being a 

Vaquero mean to you? 
Being a Vaquero means 
having the ability to study 
and earn a college degree 
while staying close to 
my family and saving 
money for my plans after 
graduation. I’m proud to be 
a Vaquero because it is a 
symbol of my university and 
hometown. 

What opportunities 
has UTRGV helped you 
fi nd throughout your 
community? UTRGV 
has given me so many 
opportunities to explore 
different career options 
with both my interests. I 
have worked for the UTRGV 
learning center for almost 
two years as a biology and 
chemistry tutor. I have also 
worked within the UTRGV 
theatre department on 
a series of educational 
videos discussing the 
history of Mexican theatre. 
I was also able to work 
on an educational fi lm 
titled Energy & U for young 
students to learn about the 
laws of thermodynamics. 
Most recently I have been 
working as a research 
assistant within the UTRGV 
chemistry department. Not 
only have I gained so much 
knowledge from these 
opportunities, but I’ve also 
met so many wonderful 
people. 

What advice do you 
have for fellow students 
pursuing degrees? Don’t 
feel rushed! I feel like 
that’s the biggest lesson 
I’ve learned, especially 
since graduating early was 
a goal that was promoted 
greatly by my high school. 
There is so much to 
experience in college, 
and I sometimes wish I 
had more than a year left 
before I graduate. College 
is truly a place to explore 
one’s interests, take full 
advantage of that. 

PROFILES IN EXCELLENCE

Section join with the AFS Executive 
Board to give this prize of $200, which 
recognizes excellence in integrating 
scholarship and engagement with the 
people and communities one studies, 
or in teaching and encouraging scholars 
and practitioners to work in their own 
cultures or communities.

The award was named for Américo 
Paredes (1915–1999), a leading scholar 

in folklore and Greater Mexico studies,
worked relentlessly throughout his life,
in the words of Olga Najera-Ramirez, 
“to better understand, represent, and
respect the rights, lives, and culture of
U.S. Latinas and Latinos.”

Paredes contributed signifi cantly to
the formation of various intellectual 
trends and in particular to the scholar-
ship on “native” folklorists and anthro-
pologists; indeed, he trained several
generations of “natives.” Don Américo
taught at the University of Texas from
1957 until his retirement in 1984.
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Send us your good news
The Monitor wants to acknowledge accomplishments and charitable 

contributions in our community. Organizations and individuals are invited to 
send a photo and details to community@themonitor.com for publication in an 
upcoming Vida section. Be sure to include your contact information. 
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Cindy Mata-Vasquez, a 
Rio Grande Valley resident 
with 15 years of experi-
ence in higher education, 
has become the new direc-
tor of Our Lady of the Lake 
University-Rio Grande Val-
ley

Mata-Vasquez most re-
cently served as Director 
for Student Activities at the 
University of Texas-RGV 
for the past seven years.

“I am looking forward to 
highlighting the programs 
and services the univer-
sity and satellite campus 
have to offer to residents 
of the Rio Grande Valley,” 
said Mata-Vasquez, who 
assumed her new position 
on July 20. “Having grown 
up in the area, it excites 
me to be able to provide 
additional avenues for 
folks to have options to 
continue their education 
and give back, right here 
in the region.” 

The oldest of three 
siblings, Mata-Vasquez 
moved from Queretaro, 
Mexico to the Rio Grande 
Valley with her family at 
the age of 6. She earned a 
bachelor of arts in Com-
munications from the 
University of Texas-Pan 
American (now the Uni-
versity of Texas Rio Grande 
Valley) in 2004, an MA in 
Advertising from the Uni-
versity of Texas at Austin 
in 2005 and an MBA from 
UTRGV in 2020.  

Prior to working at UT-
RGV, Mata-Vasquez served 
as Director of Special Pro-
grams at Texas State Tech-
nical College in Harlingen. 
She is eager to assume her 
new position.

“One of my fi rst goals is 
to work closely with the 
RGV team and fi nd out 
how my role can help sup-
port them and their pro-

fessional goals,” she said. 
“I am also looking forward 
to connecting with local 
chambers of commerce 
and city leaders to fi nd 
out how OLLU can be vis-
ible in their communities. 
Communication and visi-
bility will be key to accom-
plish these goals as well as 
creating partnerships with 
each entity.”

OLLU-RGV welcomes new 
director Cindy Mata-Vasquez  

CINDY MATA-VASQUEZ
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